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Collisions
It was a dark Saturday in his room when Levi woke up. A black curtain
covered the lone window so the sun couldn't get in. He rolled out of bed, pulled on
some jeans, a t-shirt, found his glasses and phone on the floor.
Downstairs in his kitchen, his dad was sitting at the table reading the paper.
"Good afternoon. Mister," his dad said without looking at him. What do you
have planned for the day?"
"I was going to go hang out with Christian. We were thinking of going to the
park.
There were some small flowers in a big vase on the table. Gray light came
through the window. Levi went out of the kitchen into the living room, where his
dad's sheets were still crumpled on the couch. He looked around their tiny onebedroom duplex home,and went back into the kitchen.
"Did you sleep ok?" he asked his dad.
"Yup," his dad said, reading the paper.
"I think I'm going to go out," Levi said. "I'll see you later.
"Alright," his dad said.
Levi left through the front door and walked across the small yard to his car.
He sat in his car for a minute, brooding. It was an overcast day. A woman walked a
little ways ahead of him on the cracked sidewalk, pushing a stroller. He took his
phone out to call Christian.
"Hey," he said when Christian picked up.
"What's up?" Christian said. He sounded slow,sleepy.
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"Not much. I'm in my car right now. Looking for something to do."
"Dude. Dude," Christian said."Man. I just tried heroin last night. And then, 1
tried it again today. It's so awesome,dude."
"You did what?" Levi asked.
"Seriously, Levi, go get some. Right now. I've got an address. It's so worth iL If
you get some. I'll pay you back and we can do it together. You won't regret it.
"Heroin? Why?" Levi asked.
"Look, if you want something to do, this is the shit. I promise/* Christian said.
Levi looked around the neighborhood, all the shitty little houses and half
dead trees. The red and gray leaves on the ground. He could see the top of his dad s
head through the window,and knew that he hadn't moved from his reading spot at
the table.
OK," he said."Where do 1 go?"

Levi parked in the parking lot just as his phone started to vibrate in his
pocket He took it out and flipped it open, put it to his ear.
"Hey Christian," he said.
"Dude. Hey," Christian said."Are you there yet?"
"Yeah, I'm here. It's 205, right? Is this going to be OK?"
"Yeah. Don't be scared. Just walk in there like you own the place, and say 1
sent you. Say you want some dope. Ten points. It's simple."
"Alright, I'll let you know when 1 have it," Levi said, and he hung up the
phone.
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Levi got out of the car. Going up the stairs to the second floor of the
apartment complex, he bit his bottom lip in anticipation. He walked to the 5* door
and rang the doorbell. A girl in a tight-fitting leather jacket opened the door.
“And who the fuck might you be?" she asked. Levi scratched his neck.
"I'm Levi. Christian told me to come here. I was hoping I could score some
dope.
The girl looked him up and down,and then turned around and motioned him
to come inside. Her jacket was covered in patches. A couple ofthem were familiar to
him, the "Converge" one and the "Choking Victim" one, but the others were either
illegible or simply pictures without words. One of them depicted a pig cut in half, hot
dog-style.
The apartment was messy, which Levi had expected. There was a record
player in the corner, playing some black metal with horrible audio quality at a low
volume. There was a small TV, maybe 20 inches, and an old, gray low-sitting couch
with the fabric tearing at the edges, positioned across from it. A large glass coffee
table sat in the middle, covered in various drug paraphernalia, needles and

razors

and blotters and plastic bags, everything dusted in a film of powder. Other than that,
the floor of the room was covered in random piles of clothes.
Currently, the girl was rustling through one of the piles, looking for
something. She dug through,throwing jeans and t-shirts around until she got to the
bottom and moved on to another one.
"I'm Olive, by the way," she said suddenly.
"That's a nice name," Levi said. He bit his tongue right after he said it.
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Olive didn't respond. She never even looked up,just kept digging through
clothes after clothes. Finally, she found what she was looking for: a small canvas bag
with a long strap, buried under a pile of sweaters and torn socks.
Found it. How much?
What?'
How much do you want?"
Um.Ten points, I think."
Ok. I’m disorganized. I had a lot of people over last night," she said looking
around the room.
That's fine.
Yeah, I don't really know why I'm apologizing to you. You're just another kid.
right?'
She looked at him seriously. Levi looked somewhere else, at the wall.
“Alright, a bundle," she said, unclasped the back and opened it wide.She
fished the points out, one bag at a time, and let them drop to the floor in front of her.
Then she counted them.
"Ok,that's ten points. Comes out to $70."
She picked up the bags, bunched together in one hand,and held them out to
Levi. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet Counted and gave
her the money.Then he put the bags in his front pocket
"You're not going to check them?" Olive asked.
"What do you mean?"
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"Like, you're not to look to see if 1 skimped you? You're not gonna try a bit to
make sure it's not fucking baking soda?
"I don't know," Levi said."I've never done this before, to be honest I don't
fp

really know what I'm doing.
"Ah, I get it. So you're just a little baby, huh? Be careful with that stuff. It
bites.
Olive turned around and sat down at the lumpy couch.She was staring at the
blank TV while a fast little tinny black metal riff was playing from the stereo. Levi
thought she looked possibly downtrodden,and wasn't sure if he was supposed to
leave. He turned around and looked at the door.
"You wanna stay?" she asked him."What are you doing?
a

pp

I don't know.
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Do you want to stay?" she said. Her lips curved into a slight smile and her
pp

eyebrows furrowed."We could have some fun.
Levi took his hand off the doorknob and stood tall with his knees straight.
staring down at Olive.
"I’m supposed to meet a friend," he said."I’ve got plans. I should probably
PP

go.
"You're not leaving," she said."We're going to try some. I'll teach you."
She grinned at him and got up from the couch.
a

Here's what's going to happen. I'm going to pick a record," she said. You

measure out 4 points onto that scale, and split them three quarters and one quarter.
Then I'll help you melt yours into the spoon,and I'll help you slam it. I'm telling you.
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you're not ready, but it's not something you can really be ready for. It's going to fuck
you up, little man. I'm interested to see how you take it."
She smiled a little bigger, and Levi could see her gums.She turned and sat
down in front of the bookshelf where all the records were and started to thumb
through them.
Levi didn't know what else to do. Olive was there, and he wasn't sure how to
make his exit, so he sat at the couch and emptied four of the little baggies onto the
scale. It measured 0.41 grams. He looked at Olive's back then down onto the scale
again. Picking up a small razor blade from the cluttered table, he started to split the
powder into four equal lines on the cold metal surface of the scale.
A drum fill and some crunchy guitars came out quietly through the speakers,
and Olive got up and sat on the couch close to Levi,looking over his shoulder.
"Looks good," she said.
She picked a belt up off the ground and wrapped it around his right arm and
cinched it tightly. After a moment his veins began to pop out, big and blue and
ghostly in the dim light of the apartment.
"Can you still feel your arm?" she asked him.
"Yeah,just barely, though," he said.
She tightened up the belt one more loop and picked up a needle from the
table.
"We're doing you first because you've got a much better chance of being
totally clean," Olive said,looking bored."There will be a little prick. Nothing a tough
guy like you can't handle. Then you're going to feel so good you won't be able to sit

up straight. Then you're going to lie down.Then I'm going to turn up the turntable
as loud as it will go, and I'm going to shoot mine,and we'll see where it goes from
there.
Without waiting for a response, Olive took a steady grip on Levi's forearm,
brushed across its surface with her finger, and slowly but firmly stabbed the needle
into a big, throbbing vein. She pushed down on the syringe, letting the liquid out of
the chamber,and watched as Levi's arm slackened and his eyebrows relaxed. He
stared at a spot on the wall. Let his tongue out. She loosened the belt and let it fall
from his arm.
"You feeling good?" she asked.
"Mmmm...Yeah," he said.
"Good. Just lie down."
Levi let himself fall back into the cushion of the couch. He put his head on the
armrest and closed his eyes. More breath than he knew he had leaked slowly from
his nose and mouth. His stomach was filling with a clean, healing vapor, and his skin
felt refreshingly cold. He lifted one arm and touched the other with his index finger,
sucked in air through his mouth.
He became aware of a barrage of noise coming out from the speakers of
Olive's little record player. Fast drums,jagged guitars. An ethereal voice speaking in
a strange language,climbing over the instruments.
"What is this?" Levi mumbled.
"It's Ulver. Bergtatt. You'll like it," Olive said. She walked over to the couch
and plopped down next to Levi."How's everything going?"
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Levi didn't answer. He heard her, but he didn't register what she said. His
eyes were closed, and he saw himself hurtling down the side of a mountain covered
in sharp and narrow rocks, beneath a black sky. He stretched out his arms like
wings, bent his head back.
"Are you ok, dude?" Olive asked. She looked at him for a second,shrugged.
Picking up her syringe,she shot up her own points and let herself sink into the
couch.
They lay together, yet apart, there on the couch. Olive let her familiarity with
the abrasive sounds coming out of the record player take her on journeys that she
had been on countless times before, through dark caverns and over craggy, earthen
landscapes, where black birds flew over winding rivers. Journeys she was
comfortable with.
Levi, on the other side of the couch,opened his eyes and stared at Olive s still
body, inches away from his own.The guitar riffs sounded like they were coming
from Mars. An alien was screaming. Levi stared. He scratched at the soft underside
of his arm. Standing up,losing balance,learning how to regain it, he realized for the
first time just how high he really was. He was looking at the world from the inside of
a fish bowl. He stood over Olive's body for a while, watching her. Looked at her
eyelids. Scratched his arm.She opened her eyes.
"What the fuck are you doing, dude?" she said."That is not cool. Get down on
the couch.
Sorry," Levi said. He sat down."I just started feeling weird.
Well, did you stop?" she asked.
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“Stop what?"
“Feeling weird/’she said.
“Oh. No, not really," he said.
“Well, in what ways are you feeling weird? Too high?"
She looked both sarcastic and concerned, eyes hard, but somehow still
smirking. There was now nothing but a flute melody being played over a plucked
acoustic guitar coming from the speakers,a soft lull in the harshness.
“When did it get so quiet?" Levi asked.
“What do you mean?" Olive asked.
“I don't know. It's just fucking depressing in here."
“Well, come in here, then." Olive got up from the couch and walked into the
bathroom.
Levi got up and followed her. As he walked in,she closed the door. The
muffled sounds of blast beats and a chugging bass line came through the wall into
the small space. They were standing close to each other inside of the yellowing
wallpaper and dirty tile of the room.
"Is this better?" Olive asked.“I tend to feel safe in here. You know, you re a
little shit, but I kind of like you."
Levi's body was too relaxed to respond outwardly. In his head, this comment
made him nervous,a little excited, but the motion of his hand reaching up to touch
Olive's hair was perfectly smooth. He touched the tip of where the hair was hanging
down to her neck, then went deeper, until his hand was submerged in the dark
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tresses of her hair. She kissed him on the mouth, once,slowly. Pulled away. Levi was
underwater.
Olive had a blank look on her face. She sighed. Levi turned his back to her to
face the shower curtain. There was a big bug crawling on it, its antennae jumping up
and down,feeling along the surface. Levi felt that it was looking at him. He flicked it
off, but he knew there were more of them. Watching him. He opened the curtain.
There was nothing crawling in the tub. All he found there was a small
syringe. He reached his arm down into the tub,slowly but deliberately to grab the
syringe. He held it up like a prize. It was small and had little markings for the
measurements,and a short needle. There was only a miniscule amount of liquid
inside. Levi couldn't imagine doing drugs with it.
"What's in there?" he asked.
"I'm not even sure," Olive said."I've never seen that before."
He looked at her.
"How can you not have seen that before? It's your house." He laughed.
"Shut the fuck up," she said."Whatever's in there, we should probably take it.
I don't like wasting shit."
Levi stopped laughing. Olive's eyelids were droopy,and she wasn t
enunciating well. He held the syringe as far away from himself as possible,looking at
it, until Olive grabbed it from his hand.
"Come on," she said. She opened the bathroom door and stepped into the
living room. It was silent The first side of the record had finished. Olive stepped
over to the record player to turn it over. It took her a long time.
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"Olive, 1 don't know if I want to do this," Levi said, following her to the record
player. He was feeling dizzy. He kept having to blink his eyes to focus his vision.
Olive put the needle on the record and stood up, moved toward the couch.
"OK, you ready?" she asked Levi without looking at him.
1 don't know. 1 don't even know what that is.
The second side of the record came thundering in.
"You jumped into heroin just fine. Let's just try this." Olive smiled a big smile,
and for the first time, Levi noticed that her bottom teeth were crooked. He looked at
them for a moment.They were like broken piano keys. He looked at the freckles on
her arms,the track marks. He remembered driving over to the apartment complex,
expecting the dealer to be a big fucking man. With considerable effort, he forced his
legs to walk over to the couch,let himself drop there.
"Are you sure this is OK?" he asked.
"Nope. But 1 really, really want to find out."
Levi's head was muddled. He felt uncomfortable, but he also felt so empty
and relaxed. Someone plucked some minor guitar chords,crooning from the record
player's speakers.
"OK. Let's try it, I guess."
Olive laughed. She held her hand out. Examined the syringe. Patted Levi s
knee.
Levi felt a surge of deja vu as Olive picked the belt up off of the floor and
wrapped it gently around his arm.She put the tail end through the buckle and pulled
it slowly, until it was constricting Levi's arm and she couldn't pull it any farther.
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Cinched it. A tiny drop of liquid squirted out of the end of the needle as she pressed
on the syringe with her thumb.
Without warning,she slipped the needle into one of Levi's veins, and put a
little bit of the liquid into his bloodstream.
"Gotta leave some for myself," she said, but he didn't hear her. Seconds after
the drug was in him, his muscles contracted and his ears started to ring. He puffed
out his cheeks and opened his eyes as wide as he could. He felt like he could lift
boulders.
"Holy shit," he said."Wow."
Levi put the belt on Olive as fast as he could and plunged the needle into her
arm,trying to mimic exactly what she had just done. He pushed down, putting the
last of the liquid into her. He watched her tense up and her teeth clench together.
"Wow," she said."Wow. God."
She banged her fist on the cushion a few times. Lifting her fist for the sixth
time, she never brought it down. Her eyes grew cold, and Levi watched her spasm
with her fist raised. She fell over on her side, still spasming,and her body leapt as if
shocked onto the floor. Levi couldn't stop watching her. Eyes wide open,arms made
of wood,she finally lay still on her back. Levi, breathing hard,listened to the record
end, all of the loud instruments and the harsh vocals fade out. He nudged Olive s
motionless body,flipped her over onto her side.
"Don't choke," he said."Where's the sun?"
It was dark in the apartment. There was no light coming through the window.
It had become night.
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Olive," he said.“Olive." She didn’t say anything, but she closed her eyes in
response.
"Oh fuck/' Levi said."I'm a murderer. I killed her. I need to get out of here."
He opened the front door and slammed it shut on his way out,sprinted past
the apartment doors and down the stairs to his car in the lot. He threw the driver s
seat door open and jumped into the car,shoved the key in the ignition. Turned on
his headlights. Peeling out of his parking spot, he bumped up against a parked car
behind him.
"Shit!" he yelled. He glanced behind him,gunned it out of the parking lot.
Doing 60 down the residential street, he still felt like he was going too slow.
He pushed it up to 70,80. If there were any cars behind him, he would have thought
he was being followed. The grass and the sidewalk and the trees were going by so
fast, he could barely tell where he was. Levi remembered the night when he was in
the back of the car in the dark, his dad driving while his mom slept in the passenger
seat. It was very late, and Levi was delirious. The night stirred and swirled around
him, pushing into the car from outside. Then, his dad losing control ofthe wheel,the
car drifting off the side of the road. They flipped, and the sleeping form of his mom
was thrown into the windshield and against the window as the car rolled. Levi,
suspended upside down from his seatbelt when the car came to rest bottom up,
could see the blood on the upholstery.

There was no one on the road. His knuckles white gripping the wheel, Levi
drove through winding narrow roads until his lights shone on a sign that read Water
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Street. He took a hard right without stopping. Heart racing, he eased off of the gas.
He was moving way too slow. His felt a need to do everything hard and fast He had
to fight it The trees were swaying this way and that way. Nothing was still. There
were eyes peeking out of the windows of all the houses on the street He stopped the
car in front of his house and swung the door all the way open.
He sat in his car. Staring out of the window, breathing so hard he was almost
sobbing. Eyes open wide. He heard a door open,footsteps on hollow wood.
"Levi? Is that you?" someone said. It was his dad."It's almost time for dinner."
Levi turned the car off and got out of the car. His whole body shook.
"Dad," he said, his voice quivering."I'm not hungry. I'm sorry."
"What?" his dad said, but before he could say anything else, Levi threw
himself back into the car and reignited the engine. He whipped the car around and
started back the way he had. He had the image of Olive's body in his mind, he
couldn't see anything else. Bugs were crawling on her. He knew they would find him.
"I'll go get her and take her somewhere," he said under his breath."111 put
her in the back and drive away."
He retraced his steps back into the apartment, driving way too fast, barely
conscious of where he was going. He felt like his arms were turning the wheel
without him telling them to. He found the complex,and turned and parked in the
parking lot. Sprinted up the stairs and to the room.Threw the door open.
Christian was standing there,looking over Olive, who was now lying on the
couch. Her shoulders were hunched up and her legs were curled to her chest, her
arm muscles tense. Christian looked at Levi.
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What the fuck, dude? Where did you go?

Levi, confused,stood framed in the doorway. He opened his mouth but didn't
say anything. Looking at Olive, then at Christian, then at Olive again, he walked over
and touched her head.
a

She's alive?" he said.

u

a

Dude. What the fuck?" Christian said."Where did you go?"
99

I got scared.
ti

So you just left her here? I called you, dude. Like, a lot of times." Christian
99

shook his head."Well, did you get the dope?
Levi reached into his pocket and took out the bags.
99
44

Here," he said."Keep them. I don't want to do that shit ever again.
44

Why not? You didn't like it?"
44

Look at her," Levi said, pointing at Olive.
99

44

Yeah," Christian said."What happened?
44

Fuck you, man," Levi said. He pushed Charles hard onto the ground. His
temples pulsed, he felt a strange power coursing through the muscles in his arms.
99

His eyes were bugging."Go away.
Christian blinked up at him.
44

Is she going to be OK?" he asked.
99
44

What the fuck do you care, Christian? Seriously. Just leave.
Christian raised himself to his feet and looked around the room.Shrugged.
44

Whatever," he said, and he walked out the door,shutting it behind him.
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Levi sat down on the couch next to Olive's body. He watched her body move
ever so slightly up and down as she breathed.
"You're alive," he said. When she didn't respond, he put his hand on her back.
It was warm. He felt himself relax a bit Some of the tension flowed down his arms
and out through his fingertips. His eyelids dropped a bit and he started to feel tired.
The room turned from blue to black.
"Olive," he said."Olive."
He rubbed her back for a while. She turned over, but didn't wake up. After
some time, her eyes shot open,and she looked up at Levi's face, horrified. Moaned
loudly.
"Olive," Levi said."You're awake."
Her eyes softened in recognition, and she turned over onto her front and
plunged her face into the couch. Levi started rubbing her back again, and he could
feel her body shaking. He heard the sobs.
"It's OK," he said."I promise."
He waited next to her until the sobs became small sniffles and then ceased
completely.She turned over to look at him, her face blotchy and her eyes red and
swollen.
"I miss my mom," Levi said. Olive sat up,leaned back against the couch. She
looked at the ceiling.
"I'm sorry."
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Control
Mary woke up in the bed with her feet poking out of the bottom of the
blanket. The sheets were half thrown on the ground and her hair was sticking out at
all angles from her head. The room was still dark at 11 in the morning: a dark blue
curtain hung over the small window,and the furniture was all black or dark grey.
Mary noticed the empty indent in the mattress next to her. She'd overslept again,
and Rudy had gotten up before her. Getting up,she situated her robe around her and
walked out of the bedroom.
On the way downstairs she heard a knock on the door through the buzz of
the TV. When she came into the living room, Rudy was watching cartoons on the
couch. He still had his red pajamas on.
"Someone's at the door," he said without looking up.
Mary watched the TV for a moment before shuffling over to the front door.
She unlatched and opened it, squinting in the new bright light. A man and a woman
were standing in the doorway.They were both wearing suits.
"Hello, are you Mrs. Rush?" the man asked.
Mary nodded, but said nothing. The woman frowned and looked past Mary
into the house.
I'm Roger Mulberry and this is Samantha Wood," the man said.
You can call me Sam," the woman said, still frowning."We've come to speak
with your son. Can we come in?"
Mary sighed.
Yes, come in. Rudy's in the living room.
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They walked together into the living room where Rudy was still seated on the
couch. Mary grabbed the remote from the coffee table next to the couch and turned
down the volume on the TV.
“Hey, honey," she said gently.“Someone’s here to talk to you, OK? It won't
take too long. They just want to make sure you're doing OK."
Rudy continued staring at the TV, but nodded twice slowly to indicate that he
had heard.
“Sam, you talk to the boy. I'm going to talk with the mother in the kitchen,
and then we'll meet back up in a bit," Roger said.“Is that OK with you, Ms. Rush?
Mary looked down at Rudy as Sam sat next to him on the couch,then she
looked back at Roger and nodded,and he followed her into the kitchen. Mary pulled
a chair out from the kitchen table for Roger to sit Mary got two glasses out of the
cabinet and poured waters from the sink faucet. She sat one in front of Roger on the
table and held the other in her hand as she sat down.She took a long drink of water
before she raised her eyes and looked at Roger expectantly.
“Ma'am, we've been sent here by Neighborhood Family Services. We're a
non-profit organization - “
“I know who you are," Mary said.“You're not the first representative to come
here.
“Yes, I see," Roger said. “Well,then,let's move on. We've been asked to come
check up on your situation to see how we can help out. How long has the kid been
out of school now?"
"It will be two weeks on Monday," Mary said.
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And have you been able to find a job?" Roger asked. Mary looked into her
water glass.
No/'she said. “1 have an interview at that Italian place on Walnut next
week.
Massa?'
"Yes. Server position."
"Well, that's a start That being said, we have to be concerned about your kid.
This seems like a depressing environment. You both look malnourished and
exhausted. Have you been feeding the boy?"
"Yes, I've been fucking feeding him," Mary said,shaking her head. Paul s only
been gone a few weeks. We're not starving yet. Jesus. Rudy is just tired because the
doctor gave him sedatives. We've been stressed to the point of breaking. This is a
healing period for us."
"I understand that what you're going through is hard. You've been through a
lot. However, we as an organization are doing what we can to ensure that our
community is safe. No matter the circumstances,a child showing up to an
elementary school with a loaded pistol is a cause for great concern. Severe concern,
in fact. I hope you can understand that."
"Yeah, 1 get it. We've been through this dance before. Rudy didn t want to
shoot anybody. He was in mourning."
"Yes, Ms. Rush, I'm tired of dancing, too. But we still have cause to worry.
We're not trying to come in and stunt your recovery, nor are we trying to take away
your child. We just need to make sure that things don't get out of hand again. On that
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note, we're gonna have to keep coming back here every few days until we feel that
the situation is stable enough you guys to figure out what your next move is."
Mary bit her bottom lip and stared into the bottom of her glass.
"Ok, Ms. Rush, we'll get out of your hair. Try to follow up on that position, and
we'll come back in a few days to see how you're faring."
"We'll be here," Mary said without looking up from her glass. Roger sighed
and stood up from his chair. He went into the living room where Sam was talking
quietly to Rudy on the couch. Roger tapped her on the shoulder and gave her a quick
nod.She stood and they walked together out the front door. Mary put her empty
glass in the sink and sat down on the couch next to Rudy.
"Hey baby," she said, putting her arm around Rudy. He scooted over to be
closer to her and pushed the side of his face into her stomach."What did the lady
talk to you about?"
"1 didn't want to hurt anybody. Mom," Rudy said quietly.
"1 know you didn't, honey. 1 know. But the people don't know that. Their job
is to keep everybody safe. They just need to make sure everything's ok.
"The lady asked me if I've been thinking about guns," Rudy said.
"What did you tell her?" Mary asked.
"I said no," Rudy said."I told her that I'm better now."

Walking into the classroom, Ifelt the pistol's weight in my coat pocket It made
mefeel safe, strong. Itfilled the hole. Isat down in my seat in thefront ofthe room, like
normal. We said the pledge. I put my hand over my heart and let my voice be loud. I

could hear myselfsaying the words over the noise ofthe other kids' voices. Mrs.
Ricketts called role, we all laughed when Paulsaid "not here"from the back ofthe
room. Mrs. Ricketts didn't look upfrom her role sheet The kidsgot up one by one. Seth
brought his dad's hardhatfrom his construction work. Aggie brought hergrandma's
fake teeth. Everyone laughed at that one. Angela brought afootball signed by the
members ofthe New Orleans Saints, explaining that it was her brother's most prized
possession before he left to go to college.
When it was my turn, Igot up infront ofthe class and made myface hard. I
didn't want to show them anything.
"My daddy passed away last week,"I said, not letting my voice shake. He was
sick. The therapist says that it's not myfault She says to let myselfbe sad, that/ can t
let anyone hurt me." Mrs. Ricketts tensed up and started to get upfrom her desk. I told
myselfthat I needed to keep going. "She says I need to express myself, I continued.
"Whenever possible. That's why I picked whatI picked."I brought out the gunfrom my
pocket, brushed it offwith my sleeve and held it out infront ofme. This was my dad s
gun. He said as long as he was around, no one would ever hurt me. I don t want anyone
to hurt me. No one-"
"RUDY!"Mrs. Rickettsyelled,scrambling upfrom the desk and lunging towards
me. PUT THAT DOWN!"Some ofthe kids were standingfrom their desks and backing
up towards the door. Everyone's eyes were wide. I looked over towards Mrs. Ricketts
coldly.
"This is my chance to tell the class how I reallyfeel."
She grabbed me and wrenched the gunfrom my hand.

"Come on, Rudy,"she said breathlessly as she led me by the hand through the
desks and out ofthe classroom door.

The room was pitch black. Mary tossed and turned with Rudy snoring beside
her until she couldn't take it anymore. She got out of bed in her underwear and felt
her way around the dresser and out into the hall, moving slowly so as not to wake
Rudy. Closing the door,she turned the hall light on and squinted until her eyes
readjusted.
She went to the hall closet and moved aside some gloves and winter hats to
grab a wooden stepladder. Gently picking up the stepladder and hugging it to her
chest, she tiptoed to the end of the hall and leaned the stepladder against the wall.
She climbed to the second step from the top, pushed up the trapdoor in the ceiling,
and hoisted herself into the attic.
She pulled the chain from above to turn on the light. The walls of the attic
were made of old grayed wood that slanted upward toward the center ofthe room.
It was a small, cramped attic, cluttered with old photographs of all sizes as well as an
assortment of firearms. Rifles and shotguns leaned against the walls; a plastic
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held an array of pistols in holsters. There were multiple pictures of Mary in a bride s
gown standing next to Paul, and some of him alone sitting on the steps in front of a
building with huge stone pillars. She flipped through a photo album of Rudy s baby
pictures, spending a particularly long time with a photo of Paul smiling beside
Rudy's old crib, holding the boy above his head.
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Mary shut the album and fixated on the photo on the back. It was a black and
white picture other and Paul in full camo, pine trees as the backdrop. She was
leaning on a rifle; Paul was making bunny ears over her head.She knelt on the
ground and hugged the album close to her, bowing her head. She closed her eyes
and let the room fade away.
"Mom?" Rudy asked. Mary jumped. Rudy put his hand on her shoulder."What
are you doing up here?"
"Rudy, you shouldn't be here. Go back to sleep."
Rudy,eyes sunken with sleep, looked around the attic.
"Mom,I had a bad dream," Rudy said."I was floating in space. All white.
There were trees all around. Dad was there. I don't get it, mom.I'm scared.
Mary let the album drop to the floor. She cocked her head and put her hand
on Rudy's where it lay on her shoulder. Without looking at him,she sighed.
"Daddy's not here, baby."

Principal Lott dragged me by the hand across the playground. Two kids on the
tube slide watched. I looked back at them as I tried to catch myfooting in the wood
chips.
Principal Lottshoved me into the backseat ofMom's car. She looked at Mom s
face through the window and pointed herfinger down. As soon as Mom started to roll
the window down,she shook her headfiercely and slammed her hand against the top
ofthe car.

This is not OK. In no world is this OK. You need to take care ofthis kid. He's not
tt

coming back here.
u

We've been through a lot/'Mom said, staring out the windshield. "I'm sorry.
"Don't apologize to me,"Principal Lottsaid. She slammed her hand on the top
//

ofthe car again. "It's not mygod damn problem anymore.
She turned stiffly and walked awayfrom the car. Mom sat still a long while. I
sank into my chair.
Eventually,she started the car and put the car into drive. We started slowly on
the road home.
"Mom,"I said.
"Rudy, I don't understand how hard this isforyou.Sometimes things happen
thatyou can't control. Butyou can control how you react That's allyou have, baby. Its
notyourfault"
I didn't say anythingfor a long time. I watched the pine trees pass by the
window.
ti

Mom,"I said, “he's gone. There’s no point to try. IJust want to go home and
watch TV.//
She kept her eyes on the road and gripped the steering wheel tight When

we

pulled into the driveway, I waitedfor her to say something, butshe didn't Igot out of
the car and went, to the door. When I looked back,she still had her hands on the wheel.
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Block
Charles sat for a while, tapping rhythms on the desk with his right hand. He
looked idly at his fingernails. Growing impatient, he picked up the receiver and
dialed. With the receiver next to his ear, he stared out the office window. There was
a well-manicured lawn across the street with a sprinkler whipping water over the
grass and beyond onto the sidewalk.
The phone rang a few times,and then went to the answering machine. An
automated voice said,“you have reached..." and he quickly hung up. Frowning, he
put the receiver on the cradle and closed his eyes for a while,listening to the rhythm
of the sprinkler outside the window.
The phone rang. Charles started and sighed, picked up the receiver.
“Hi," he said.
Hi.
Where were you? I called earlier.
“I was running some errands."
“Well, I'm swamped at work again. Going to be late."
"OK,that's fine, I guess," she replied.“Can we go to dinner on Saturday or
something? I feel like we haven't talked in a long time. I miss you."
“We're talking right now."
She paused, and Charles could hear her breathing lightly on the other end of
the line.
Let's just plan on Saturday," she said.
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“Alright," he said, and he hung up,looked around at his desk. He heard the
sprinkler, and a car passing on the road outside. Then the car was gone,and it was
just the sprinkler.
Tchk tchk tchk tchk.

Charles was sitting on the couch in their small apartment, watching ESPN on
the TV while absent-mindedly tying a paisley tie around the neck of his white
button-down shirt. The reporter was talking about the no-hitter between the
Yankees and the Red Sox during that day's World Series game.Sam was looking at
him from the doorway of the bedroom.
“Hey, honey," she said.“Did you hear the news about the shooting in
Connecticut? It's so crazy how much that's been happening lately." She waited for a
response, but didn't get one,so she kept going.“I think about having kids
sometimes, but it just doesn't seem like the right thing to do,considering this world
we'd be bringing them into. I'd be scared to leave them anywhere. It's just so “Sam," Charles interrupted."I'm really trying to watch this right now.
Sam, nodding, walked over to the coffee table in front ofthe TV.She picked
up the remote and turned off the screen. Charles looked at her.
"What the hell?" he said.
"I am trying to talk to you, Charles," Sam said.“About something interesting,
not mundane,something real, something -“
“I heard what you said, Sam, but here's the thing. The world right now is
great. It's the least violent it's ever been. We just see the worst shit because of the

internet. Because the media wants us to be scared or something, 1 don't know. But
the truth is, it's fine. It's all good. We have a good life. Now can I watch what 1 was
watching? I didn't catch that game today."
Sam threw the remote onto the ground and walked back into the bedroom.
"No," Sam said."It's almost 7. We need to go. I'm just going to grab my purse.
Come on." Charles got up and walked out the door,and after getting her purse,Sam
followed him.
On the way to dinner, Charles stared out his window while Samantha drove.
It was raining.
"So, are you caught up with work now?"she asked.
"I'm getting there," he said.
"I thought you didn't like work."
"No one likes work," he said."Why would you say that?"
"It seems like the only thing you give a shit about."
He looked back to the window,where the raindrops were sliding down the
glass. The water obstructed his view of the houses they passed on the street,so that
they appeared to him wavy and distorted.
"1 don't know what you're saying," he said."You're acting weird."
They parked in the restaurant parking lot, and she let the car die. They both
waited a moment in the car, the rain drumming on the roof of the car.
"You're confusing me," Charles said.
"I've just been feeling left out lately," she said."I feel like I'm losing you. We
just need to have a talk, is all."

"I guess that's what we're here for."
"God dammit, Charles,just say something," she said, pulling the handle and
forcing open the door with her foot Charles looked out at the rain. It was coming
down hard, the drops exploding in big splashes on the ground. Little torrents were
running up and down the cracked surface of the parking lot
"Let's run," he said.
They jumped out of the car and slapped across the wet lot to the veranda
over the front door. Once under shelter, they stood drenched and breathing hard,
watching the rain come.
The restaurant was dark and clean,and mostly empty.There were twenty
tables, small, and all adorned with plain white tablecloths. There wasn't any music
playing,just hushed voices. The ceiling was high and the windows were all high up,
so that when Charles sat down he couldn't really see much outside, other than the
gray expanse of the clouds in the sky.
They sat and ordered water.Samantha immediately stared hard at Charles'
face and spoke.
"Why don't you love me anymore?"
"1 don't... I do. What do you mean?" he asked.
"You're always at work or writing things down or just sitting there. Watching
sports. We used to talk, you know? About our futures. 1 think 1 want to have an
affair.
You what? I don't get what you're saying.
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Sam slammed her fists on the table, making the plates and forks jump and
rattle on the table.
"You know what? Fuck you, Charles. I've had it. Just anyone. Just in general. It
doesn't really matter. I don't want to want that. I know it's not right, but neither is
watching you ignore me. You're the one who's supposed to love and comfort me. I'm
lonely. Do you get that? You're not there,and even when you are there,like
physically, you're off someplace else. Does that make sense to you, you fucking
ignoramus? Like, what is your problem? Why can't you just tell me what you need to
tell me? Are you having an affair?"
No.
"No, it doesn't make sense, or no, you're not having an affair?"
"Both. I mean, no. I'm not having an affair. It's just more complicated than
that. I just... I just don't know what to tell you."
"I need you to tell me something, because I'm losing it I am this close to
getting up and leaving, right fucking now. I don't want to be with you anymore."
Charles laid his palms flat on the table.
"1 don't know,Sam. It's just been so hard for me to be interested in anything,
lately. I keep finding myself staring off into space, out the window, whatever.
There's a part of me that thinks it's a problem,and another part that thinks that
nothing is a problem. I haven't been caught up at work; I've been ahead. 1 lied to you,
but it didn't feel like a lie. I'm afraid to come home,some days. Maybe every day. I'm
afraid of all the problems. I'm afraid you'll complain. Just complain about something.
The tension just eats at me."

“Charlie. That's a load of bullshit, and you know it," Sam said.
“I complain. Everyone complains. It's not you. I'm just not able to look
anything in the face, and I don't know why. I just don't know what to tell you."
"When did you become such a bullshitter, Charles? Seriously," Sam said. She
sighed. “Alright, I'm going to give you one more chance to say something real, and
then I'm out of here. I'm going to get my shit out of the apartment and go. Do you
understand me?" She waited with her lips pursed and her hands folded on the table.
Charles looked out the window at the rain. He let in a shaky breath,scratched
his head.
Sam,I'm sorry," he said after a moment.“I just don't think I'm in love with
you anymore.
Sam stood up hard so that her chair fell down behind her. She picked up her
purse and walked quickly towards the door.
“I'm walking," she said,turning her head as she walked."You can take the car.
Eat your stupid dinner. Don't follow me."
Charles sat with his mouth open, watching her walk away.Some people had
lifted their heads to see what was happening. Charles looked around him. After Sam
had left and the door shut behind her, he started to pull at his hair, looking at the
door.
“Go," a man said. Charles got up and walked out of the restaurant still holding
onto his hair. It was dark and wet outside, and the air was heavy.Sam was leaving
the parking lot a ways in front of Charles, walking fast, and he started after her.
“Sam!" he yelled. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean it. Come back."

She flipped him off from behind and sped up,jogging down the sidewalk.
Charles followed her as she turned a corner. He saw a sprinkler shooting water into
the street.
Sam!" he shouted."1 didn't mean it! I just didn't know what else to say!" She
turned around at the end of the street to face him,and he stopped to hear her.
"That's your problem, Charles. You don't say a goddamn thing. I'm a person,
you know? You can't just take me for granted. Our relationship isn't a static thing
that you can just keep for the rest of your life. You have to maintain it, and you are
putting forth zero effort for me.So that's it I'm done."
As Sam was turning back around to keep walking, Charles could hear a car
coming fast down the street to the left. He yelled at Sam as the light from the
headlights came into view, but the car drifted around the corner and hit her headon, her body arching back and launched into the air. She landed on the back of her
head on the asphalt
"Oh," Charles said."Oh no. Oh no. Oh no." He walked towards Sam's body
lying in the road. A skinny guy in a t-shirt fell out of the driver seat of the car, then
slowly got up and came over to where Charles was standing over Sam.
"She OK, bro?" the guy said. He leaned on Charles'shoulder, and Charles
could smell whiskey on his breath.
"Shut up," Charles said. The guy let his weight off of Charles and stumbled
over to the curb, where he sat down,leaning heavily on an elbow. Charles put two
fingers on Sam's neck. Her eyes were closed,and she looked unconscious, but she
had a pulse. He got out his phone and called 911,asked for an ambulance.

“Jesus," Charles said.“Oh no."
When the ambulance came,Charles stepped aside and let the paramedics
load Sam's body onto a stretcher. They opened the back door of the ambulance and
let the ramp down, wheeled the stretcher up into the compartment.
“Hey," Charles said to one of the paramedics.“Is she OK?"
“She's alive," the paramedic said.“I'm sure she'll make it, though I have zero
information at this point as to what injuries she's sustained. We're taking her to
Memorial. You can meet us there, and a doctor will give you all the details."
“I can't ride in the ambulance with you?" Charles asked.
“Hell no," the paramedic said, and she hopped into the back of the ambulance
and closed the doors behind her. As the ambulance left, a police car drove up and
parked on the side of the road close to where the drunken guy was sitting. The cop
got out of the car and looked at him leaning on the curb,then looked at Charles.
“Where's the girl?" the cop said.
“The ambulance came and took her," Charles said. The cop shook his head,
looking at the guy on the curb."Can you give me a ride to the hospital?" Charles
asked the cop.
“Sure," the cop said."Help me throw this asshole in back and we'll get going."
Charles walked over and grabbed the guy's legs as the cop lifted him up by
his shoulders. Charles opened the back door,and together they hoisted him onto the
back seat.
Good. Let's go," the cop said.
Wait," Charles said."Isn't there more that you have to do?"
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Nope. We got more officers coming.They'll take care of the paper work. Hop
in. Let's go.
Charles shrugged and got into the passenger seat of the police car as the cop
got in on the driver's side, and they drove away.
"What happened back there?" the cop asked.
"Nothing," Charles said.
"Oh,shut up. I'm a stranger," the cop said."I'm not gonna tell anyone,and I'm
never gonna see you again."
Charles sighed.
"Alright. 1 told my girlfriend I didn't love her anymore,and she got pissed off
and ran away,and I followed her, and then that guy hit her with his car. That's
pretty much it."
But that's not it," the cop said.
"What do you mean?" Charles asked.
"That's not the whole story. Do you love her or not?"
"I don't know," Charles said."That's what I'm asking myself right now."
"Wow,you are quite the bullshitter," the cop said,shaking his head."You
gotta know, man.You told her, right? You told her, to her face, that you don't love
her. Did you mean it or not?"
"I don't know," Charles said.
"Jesus," the cop said."I don't know any other ways to ask you the damn
question. It really is the only question that matters."
Charles banged his fist against the passenger seat window.

Fuck!" Charles yelled."God dammit! It's not about love or not love. 1 am not a
stupid light switch that just turns on and off. I'm so bored. I've been with the same
girl for four years. Is this all it's ever gonna be? Like, crap. I'm working the same
stupid job, living in the same stupid apartment,looking at the same stupid sky every
day. Why is she so stagnant?"
"She?" the cop asked. He laughed."Dude. That is entirely your fault, man.
That's not on her. I mean, have you even told her any of that?'
No," Charles said. "1 don't want to hurt her.
Hurt her," the cop said."You're hurting her every single day you have that
attitude. Shit. She loves you, right? Four years, I would hope so.
Yeah," Charles said,"she does.
"I imagine she tells you that I imagine she wakes up every day happy that
you're there. And then you're just a cold block of ice. You're bored of her. How do
you think that makes her feel? Have you thought about that?
No," Charles said."Not really. I just think I need a change of scenery or
something.
"Yeah," the cop said."You know what I think? You don't deserve her with that
fucking attitude, man. If you want a more exciting life, go get it. It's not her problem.
Hell, she'd probably come with you. Get your head out of your ass, man. Buck up.
Love her or not, you better tell her what you just told me and figure it out, because
that was the stinkiest pile of horse shit I've heard in a very long time."
They pulled into the hospital parking lot, and the cop drove through an aisle
of cars and up to the front doors. He stopped and turned to Charles.
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"Look, bud," the cop said."You’ll be fine. But you gotta communicate.Talk to
people. It's the only way an}d:hing works. Trust me.Just go talk to her."
"Alright," Charles said."Thanks." He got out of the car shaking his head,and
the cop drove off into the night, leaving him alone in front of the bright lights of the
hospital. He walked through the front doors and up to the reception desk.

Charles sat in Sam's room in a chair next to her bed during the night and
watched her sleep. She had a bandage on her head and her body was covered in a
blanket. At some point late in the night, he fell asleep himself sitting upright in the
chair. He was awakened in the morning by a nurse coming to check on Sam.
"Hi, Mr. Woodward," the nurse said as she took Sam's blood pressure."The
tests came back and it looks like she broke a few ribs and sustained a pretty bad
concussion, but she should recover fine if she gets some rest We're going to have to
keep her here for a time, but you can stay as long as you want"
"OK," Charles said.
He looked out the window from the chair. The sun was high in the sky.
What time is it?" Charles asked the nurse.
"10:15," she said, and left the room.
Charles watched the cars pull in and out of the spaces in the parking lot
below him. Across the street from the lot there was a big green hill. Kids were riding
ice blocks from the top of the hill down to the bottom,jumping to the side for safety
in the grass, right as they were about to reach the road at the bottom.
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Charles saw a tan minivan back out of a space in the front of the lot near him.
The driver was a middle-aged woman with short brown hair and big sunglasses. The
back windows were tinted. One of them rolled down halfway, and the small arm of a
child appeared, and then the other arm,and together they carried a dark blue
balloon that floated effortlessly from the open space of the window and out into the
air, sailing upward and growing smaller and eventually disappearing into the light
blue expanse of the sky.
He turned from the window when he heard the bed creak. Sam was sitting up
on one elbow,looking at him.
"What the hell?" she said."What are you doing here?"
"I came to make sure you're OK.Sam,what I said yesterday, 1 didn't mean it.
"Ha," Sam said."Yeah." She started coughing and lay back down on the bed."I
don't really give a shit, Charles. Nothing you say has any substance. You retract
everything. Just leave, please. I'm in so much pain right now and 1 don't need you.
"I need you, though," Charles said. He nodded."I do. My life is nothing
without you. That's what I realized. 1 resent you for holding me up. The
mundaneness, it's me. Not you. You're not boring." He tried to smile, but it came out
looking like a sneer. Sam gripped the side of her bed.
"Boring? You really will say anything, won't you? I'm not crawling back to
you,so just stop."
"Shit," Charles said. He looked out at the hill across the street. One scrawny
kid around the age of six came down the hill from the top really fast, faster than the
others, and Charles could see his eyes open wide,even from that far of a distance.
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Sam,look," Charles said. He pointed out the window.
Tuck," Sam said, but she propped herself up on her elbow to look out the
window.
As he neared the bottom,the kid hit a bump and was sent tumbling backward
off of the block and he landed on his head in the grass with his legs spread and
pointing towards the sky. His ice block continued to slide down and across the grass
until it slowed and stopped in the middle of the road. Charles looked at the block for
a while. It was slick and dripping water in the heat,and Charles thought that he
could see the corners becoming rounded.
When he looked back at the kid,there was a small crowd of adults around
standing around him.Some of them had their hands over their mouths. One of them
picked the kid up and slung him over their shoulder. A couple ofthem pointed at the
hospital, and they began walking down the hill towards it in one large procession.
After watching them come down the hill, Charles turned back to Sam.
"Holy shit," he said."Do you think he's dead?"
"What do you care?" Sam asked."Really. Are you suddenly not an empty,
emotionless zombie? Did that really affect you?"
"That cop was right," Charles said."1 am an idiot."
"What cop?" Sam asked. Charles got up from the chair and walked over to the
bed. He stood over Sam and looked at her face.
"Charles, what are you doing?" Sam asked.
"I love you,Sam," he said."Just shut up for once and let me love you." He put
one arm under her legs, one under her back, and lifted her up from the bed.
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Charles!" she yelled. He shushed her and carried through the door and into
the hallway.
Help!" Sam yelled."This guy's crazy!
Sam/' Charles whispered."Let's go home.I want to show you that I love you.
You might as well just shut up,'cause I'm not gonna put you down.'
Jesus," Sam said.
"Don't worry," Charles said. "I'll take care of you."
He hurried down the hall to the elevator, pressing the down button. When
the doors opened,there was no one inside. Charles breathed a sigh of relief and
pressed 1. When they reached the ground floor, Charles stepped out and looked
around.
Hold on," he said to Sam.
"Whatever," she replied, and he started running around the reception desk
and towards the front doors. He pushed through the doors and out onto the
sidewalk. A couple people in the waiting room looked at them, but the receptionist
was busy writing on a notepad,and nobody tried to stop them.
Charles walked briskly down the sidewalk and onto the street running along
the side of the hospital.
Charles," Sam said."Where the hell are you going? We don't live anywhere
near here.
It's fine," Charles said, breathing hard."1 can make it. Don't worry about me.
Just relax." He was sweating and his legs were getting stiff.
Charles, I can't relax when you're jostling me around like this.
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He continued down the road for a bit, but began to falter.
"Sam," he said."I have to put you down now."
"No shit," she replied as he tried to gently lower her to the sidewalk but
ended up dropping her roughly on her back. Charles was winded,and he rocked
back and forth as feet before collapsing on the ground.
"Charles," Sam said,"You are a moron. You're gonna have to take me back.
you know.
"Shit, Sam," Charles said between heavy breaths."I'm just tr3dng to show you
I'm serious. I know you're mad, but I need you to understand that I'm ready to
actually talk now."
"Well," Sam said,"I don't know what else we're gonna do sitting here on the
sidewalk.
Charles sat with his hands on his knees,looking at the street. The leaves on
the trees were rustling, and he could hear a car pass by one street down.
"Four years is a long time, Sam," he said."I guess 1 forgot how it felt at the
beginning, when we first started hanging out I didn't want to be around anyone
else. I miss that feeling.'
"You don't feel like that anymore?"
"It just doesn't feel fresh anymore. Not your fault, but it doesn't," Charles said.
"Well, I'll tell you what, Charles. You're going to take me back to the hospital,
and they're gonna fix me up. Then,I'm going to come home,grab my shit and leave. 1
don't know where I'm gonna go yet. I'll figure it out, but I'm going to leave here. Find
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something else. If you want to come with me,we can start fresh again. If not, then
n

good fucking bye.
it

Yeah, OK," Charles said."Let's get out of here.
He got up and picked Sam again, and started to take her back to the hospital.
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Church
Sometimes I feel like I'm in a warzone, walking around the school. 2*“* to 3*^
period I have to walk from Western Civ all the way to the band building in five
minutes. I walk fast. Like, really fast. Dodging people like bullets, tr3dng to make eye
contact with everyone and no one all at once.
After third period is break. Across the street from the school,there's a
church. It's called Coffee Church, because they have a big container of free, shitty hot
coffee for the students, along with stacks upon stacks of little paper cups. Sometimes
they have the French Vanilla creamer. I like the French Vanilla.
On Mondays and Thursdays, I meet up with James in the boys' bathroom in
Coffee Church during break. We go into a stall together,and I give him 20 bucks. He
gives me a little bag full of powder: Concerta, which he crushed up with a mortar
and pestle and collected in these bags to sell to kids like me. 1 don't know what kind
of kid I am, but I know one when 1 see one.
James is definitely a kid like me. He is short and fat and has a buzz cut, and
people call him "Chode",a name which he owns. When he introduced himself to me,
he said,“Hey, man. I'm Chode.'' I didn't question it at the time, but I still call him
James.
When I say that he's like me,1 don't mean that I am short and fat as well. I'm
actually quite skinny. What 1 mean is that he has a certain look in his eye,like he is
constantly searching for something that he knows that he's never going to find, but
he can't relax. He needs it, this thing, to survive. What can you do but keep
searching?

So, this one Thursday, me and James sat down at a table in the back of the
church. One we always sit at. The main front room in the church is huge,and there
are always a lot of kids in there at break. It's one ofthose modern Protestant
churches, 1 don't know what denomination, but they've got a huge info-screen and
posters on the walls and brochures. It looks like an indoor soccer stadium until you
see the stained glass in the chapel in the next room.
James lays down a line on the table. Amphetamines of some kind, I don't ask.
He says take it. I look him in the eyes,and he's looking right back at mine. He looks
very intense, like scared or desperate, and I know he's not scared of me,but he's
definitely scared of something. It's like he's looking through me at some kind of
demon floating behind my head. He's desperate to feel normal,to feel OK. I know I
look exactly the same.
1 take a folded up dollar bill out of my pocket and roll it up. There's a
technique where you roll it shabby,then hold the ends between your thumb and
pointer finger and pull the loose end of the bill to get really tight I stick one end in
my right nostril and lean down to the table. I suck in hard and follow the line
steadily, feeling the moderate burn of that shit going into my nasal cavity, and the
more serious burn in my throat as it falls down in gobs. When I'm done, I let the
breath out slowly through my mouth and close my eyes,stretch my arms around
horizontal in front of me and let my forehead head rest on the table.
"Hey dude," James says."Can I see that dollar?"
I open my eyes and lift my head up,give him the dollar bill still rolled up. He
mirrors the process just the same way I did it, except he gets out of his chair after
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he's done and sort of hops up and down on the ground a few times and rubs his
chest with both hands. He looks like the protagonist in a B-level comedy movie.
Thanks for getting me that shit/' I tell him."The bell's about to ring. We
should get out of here.
'Yeah, dude,for sure, man,yup," he says, really fast "Let's bounce.
We speed-walk out the door and across the street I turn to go left and he
turns to go right, and I realize we're about to part ways,so I turn back to him and
reach out to give him a fist bump as he tries to shake my hand. There's a second of
extreme tension before he just puts his hand around my fist and holds it there. I
avoid looking him in the face and we both turn and walk off, me towards concert
band, him towards whatever bullshit class he's taking.

I remember one time at Donkey Hump Park up under the copse of trees at the top of
the hill. I was with Chode and some of the other guys. We were smoking weed out of
an Arizona tea can, it was middle of the afternoon and really hot. Chode was wearing
rolled up jeans. Bruce was looking at his phone, probably on facebook or reddit or
something, and he came upon the classic video of the truffle shuffle. The first one
with like a billion views. He watched it, full volume,and some of the other kids we
were with caught on. After a moment,a bunch of them were watching the video and
laughing. 1 could see the video out of the corner of my eye while is ripping the can.
and I was sitting next to Chode,then I got this idea.
Hey Chode, I said. You think you can do?
What the hell? Chode said. Leave me alone.
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Come on, I said. I bet you can do it good. We'll all give you a high five if you do
it.
Fuck off, Chode said. His voice was starting to get high pitched and screechy.
and the other kids were picking up on what was happening.
Hey Chode, Avery said. 1 bet you can truffle shuffle like a badass. 1 really want
to see that.
Me too, Chris said.
Yeah man, Bruce said. He stood up and walked over to Chode and put his
hand on Chode's head. This has got to happen, bro. It's gonna be awesome.
Guys, I don't really want to do that, Chode said.
Just do it, I said. We all want you to. We're your friends, man.It's fine.
I'll do it, but only if you promise to laugh at me or make fun of me about it.
Chode said.
Yeah man, we promise, I said.
For sure, Avery said.
Chode got up really awkward,almost falling back down on his butt He was
sticking his tongue out and his eyes were open wide. I was watching his hands
twitch as he lifted his shirt to reveal his celluloidy ghost white belly. He put this
ridiculous crazy grin on, then started hopping up and down,alternating feet, and
rubbing his belly up and down. It jiggled like a bag filled with petroleum jelly.
Bruce burst out laughing, then Chris, and pretty quick we were all laughing
uncontrollably, slapping our knees and rolling around on the grass. Chode looked
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crestfallen, letting his shirt drop and watching us laugh at him. I noticed the pathetic
look on his face and stopped laughing, got up to give him his high five.
"Nice, Chode. That was fucking awesome, man/' I said.
The other guys stopped laughing after a few seconds,some ofthem wiping
the sweat off their foreheads.
Yeah, Chode, that was one for the books," Bruce said.

Later that night, I took some quarters out of my parents' money jar and went
to SpaceBar to play the Simpsons.Spacebar is bar and arcade I one, where you can
drink and play arcade games at the same time. Good times. 1 can get in there because
I hav e a fake, but none of my friends can,so 1 always go alone. Today is a Thursday,
which means the place is packed. I take a mostly-full Budweiser off the table from
right under some dude's nose and put down two half-empty liquor drinks left
behind on one of the game machines. The place is busy and I am speeding my ass off,
but the alcohol makes all those weird looks I'm getting feel a little less threatening.
Nobody plays the Simpsons, because it's kind of scrunched in a corner of the bar
behind another game. I squeeze in there and put a quarter in. I choose Bart.
In the middle of the game, I get a text. I take out my phone and flip it open.
The text says,"Hey dude, Chode is in the hospital ha ha." That's it. I look at the text
for a while with one hand still on the joystick,imagining all of the bad things that
could have happened,and nobody probably cares. When I looke up. Game Over is
flashing on the screen, Bart's little body lying on the asphalt with his skateboard
next to him, X's in his eyes. Something must be done. I leave the bar. I text back and
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say Which one? and he says What? and I say which and he says St. Lukes why? I turn
off my phone

In the hospital, I go to the clerk and say,"I'm looking for Cole. James Cole.
Nope," the lady says."I'm trying to help another client. You need to wait.
No," I say,"you need to fuck off. James is dying, and I'm his only friend in the
whole world. I just need to know where he is so I can go make sure he's OK.
I hear the door to the hospital open because there's a little ding sound that
echoes throughout the entire waiting room,and then I see Will walk around the
counter from the corner of my eye.
I walked into Chode's room and there he was,lying in a white bed with a
white blanket, surrounded by white walls. His mom was sitting next to the bed: she
looked she was about to have an aneurysm.She looked up at me once she realized I
was in the room.
Are you a nurse?" she said."There's nobody in here.
No," I said."I'm Chode's friend.
Chode? Friend?" she said.
1 wasn't sure what to say to that. It occurred to me that Chode's mom knew
him a lot better than I did.
Will you go find a nurse?" she asked me."James looks pale. I want someone
in here making sure he doesn't go under.
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She wasn't looking at me anymore.She was staring at a spot on the floor in
front of her, but she kept talking, and I thought she was talking to me,though I
wasn't sure.
"1 knew this would happen," she said."I'm glad his dad isn't here to see him
like this. He was always disappointed. James just never knew how to be something
worth being proud of 1 hope he'll be OK.
"Ms. Cole," I said,"1 just came here because 1 didn't think anybody else would
and I wanted to say hi to Ch... erm,James,just so he knows that I'm here, but
honestly, this is really weird and I sort of just want to go home. Can you wake him
up so he knows that I was here?"
Chode's mom looked at me incredulously without moving,so I walked over
to the bed and gently jostled Chode's arm. He turned over to face me,and looked
deep into my eyes. His pupils were dilated and I'm pretty sure he could see into my
soul. His bottom lip was quivering.
"Fuck you!" he screamed in his high-pitched screechy voice."All you
motherfuckers do is look down on me.I'm not a fucking toy! I'm your equal! 1 just
want to feel like I belong. Every day it's like I'm being pushed like Play Doh through
a chain link god damn fence! Cheese blocks! I hate looking like a marshmallow, man!
But no. All you care about is getting a jolly laugh with your stupid friends. You don't
give a shit about me! Not one single deer pellet shit. I hope the school blows up. You
guys can fuck off I'm never going back."
Chode's mom watched this speech with wide eyes. I wasn't sure what to say
to either of them,so I didn't say anything. Chode looked at me looking at him for a
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long time, then he turned back over so he wasn't facing me anymore. His body shook
like he was crying or laughing or convulsing, but he didn't make any noise.
You should probably leave," his mom said to me."I really think that's a good
idea." Without a word, 1 walked out the door and down the four flights of stairs to
the lobby, past the reception desk and out the front door. The ding sounded behind
me as 1 left.
On the walk home 1 walked past the tae kwon do place on Fort Street. It was
about 2 AM.The front of the place was a row of Plexiglas windows so that you could
see inside the entire building. There were mirrors on the back wall and the floor was
made of shiny wood. The lights were off, but I could see the shaded figures of two
people moving around in there. It looked like they were fighting, so I walked up to
the door to get a closer look.
I could see clearly now that they were both dressed in the white tae kwon do
suits. It was two guys. One of them had boards tied to his forearms,and the other
one was kicking at the boards while he held them up by his head. He was practicing
different kicks. For a while, he did a kick over and over where he would jump in the
air and hit the board with his shin. He made a "hi-yah" sound each time he made
contact with the board. After that, he started doing a kick where he would pivot on
one foot and turn around to hit the board with his heel on the backswing. I watched
them practice for a while. When they were finished, the one guy took the boards off
of his arms and they bowed to each other. They walked out the door and saw me
standing there looking at them. Feeling awkward, I crossed the street, acting like I

bU

was leaving, but when I got to the other side 1 turned back around to watch them
again. They had already started sparring again.
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Bigger Than The Trap
Twin Falls Junior High was a small public school outside of town,surrounded
by dense woods and dirt roads. The front of the school faced a small pond and a bus
stop next to a broken wooden bench. The dry grass around the gravel moved a little
bit in the breeze, and started to shake as a yellow school bus pulled up the road and
off to the side to let some kids off.
A large group of elementary school students clambered off the bus and
across the road to the school. Kat was the last one to get off, and she waited for all
the kids to cross the street before she walked across the road and continued along
the chain link fence away from the school.Someone called her name, but she
ignored it. As she walked away,she watched the school grounds out of the corner of
her eye. Class had started, and there weren't many people outside of the building.
One kid was swinging on the swing set. He stared at her as she walked.
She came to the corner of the fence. A little ways away and across the road,
there was a gap in the bushes where a path entered into the woods.She crossed the
road and started on the path. The woods were thick and she often had to duck under
branches to stay on the path.
It got continually darker as she walked. The sounds of bugs and birds pushed
in from all sides, and the drone made Kat sink deep into herself and her thoughts.
She stepped over logs and large boulders, growing accustomed to the sheets of dark
green around her. After a while, she had forgotten about the busy chatter and bright
lights of the school.
Archie!" she shouted."Archie!

She looked around for any sign of movement, but the forest was dark and she
couldn't see a thing. The trees and foliage were still. She had been walking for a long
time without finding any of the animals she knew,and the dankness of the forest
was starting to make her feel tired. She sat down on a big log that was lying a short
ways off the trail, and gently lowered her rucksack to the damp ground,loosened
the drawstring.

Kat woke to something soft tickling the edge of her nose. She reached her
hand up and felt the small soft body of a rodent next to her face.
Archie!" she said."I've been looking all over for you.'
She sat up and took the little field mouse in the palm of her hand.
Hi Kat," he said. "It's really nice to see you again.
You too," Kat said."Sorry I haven't been out here in a while. My parents have
been on my case, the principal too, but I just couldn't handle it today.'
Archie twitched his nose.
You don't need to listen to them," he said."They don't know what you're
going through.
"You're right, Archie," she said."You're always right. That's why 1 like you. I
wish you could come to school with me. No one understands me but you, Archie."
"I like you, Kat," Archie said. "I wish there was more I could do to help. I don't
know about that world. My mom is the only one I interact with on a day-to-day
basis. Other than the times you come in here to visit, I don't have any experience

with people. People scare me,at least from what I do know about them. I'm not
surprised they scare you, too.
That's OK,Archie. You're the only one who listens.'
Well," he said,"you know I'm always here. After Mom ate all my brothers
and sisters, there's no one for me to play with, either. Aren't your parents going to
be mad that you're out here,though? I know they don't like me.
"They don't know you, Archie," Kat said."Not like I do. They'll be mad later,
but right now I'm here, and I'm not going to worry about them. I don't need to. It's so
peaceful here.
Archie nuzzled his snout against Rat's palm. Then he turned his head around
behind him and twitched his nose.
Mom's calling," he said."We have to forage for food today. I need to go.
'Archie, why do you always have to look for food? Can't you just stay here
and talk to me?
Sorry, Kat. If I don't get food, we'll starve.

There was a stump in the trailer's front yard as Jeff walked up to the front
door. An axe was lodged in the stump. Jeff wore a plain navy t-shirt and khaki shorts.
He opened the screen door, then the fiberglass front door, and stepped inside. He
listened, and heard nothing happening inside the trailer. The trailer was silent as he
walked down the hallway to the bedroom. Kat's room was dark,as was the
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bathroom, but the light was on in his bedroom,the one farthest down the hall. He
walked into the small room to find Marie, his wife,sitting on the bed facing the door.
Kat skipped school again today," she said."The principal called. We need to
do something about this, Jeff.
Jeff sat down next to Marie on the bed and wiped the sweat from his brow.
It's been a really long day, Marie. I can't deal with this right now," he said.
We were short on guys today, and I've been on the jackhammer We have to do something, Jeff," Marie said."We need to look into this today.
This is becoming a serious problem. And we haven't even talked about the mouse
yet. Don't you care about your daughter?
OK. We'll look into it. Can I just take a shower and a quick nap first? I JustNo, Jeff. This needs to happen now. I'll get the phone book.
Jeff sighed deeply. Marie left the room to grab the phone book from a drawer
in the kitchen. Jeff sat with her hands on her knees while he waited for her to return.
When she came back into the room and sat down,she opened the book to the 'P'
section of the yellow pages.
Alright, let's see here," she said. She ran her finger down the list of names
until she got to Psychologist. There were two names there.
"OK, there's two. Let's call one of them," Marie said."Go grab the phone."
Jeff sniffed and got off the bed to get the home phone. When he came back.
Marie put her finger on the page and squinted closely at it.
"Honey," Marie said."We have to do something. All you have to tell him is we
have a daughter who's having some... social issues and that we can't handle them on
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our own.They'll know what to do. They get this kind of thing all the time. The
number is 634-7732. The guy's name is Richard Ballwitz.
Are you serious?" Jeff said.
Just call him," Marie said."Just do it Please.'
Jeff shook his head and dialed the number.

Kat walked past the stump with the axe lodged in it and up to the front door
of the trailer. She opened the screen door and it held it open while she opened the
inner door. Once inside, she could hear her parents whispering in their room,so she
tried to tiptoe into the kitchen to grab a banana.
Kat," her dad said firmly from the bedroom.She stopped still. "Could you
come in here, please?"
Kat stood still for a second before she skulked into her parents' room.They
were sitting stiffly on the bed. Her mom patted the spot next to her, and Kat sat
down there. The way her mom was leaning back on the bed made the mattress tilt
so it was hard for Kat to sit comfortably.
"Kat," her mom said,"you can't keep skipping school. You'll make a habit of it,
and then you won't be able to live a normal life. Do you understand what I'm
saying?"
"Yeah," Kat said, staring at her feet.
"We don't want to keep getting on your case," her dad said."We're just
worried about you. About how you'll end up. We want to help, but I don't think we
can.
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Yeah," Kat said.
"We called someone who might be able to help. A professional," her mom
said. Kat looked up."He said he's dealt with a lot of situations like yours. He's an
expert. You should be able to make some progress with him.
OK," Kat said.
Does that sound like a good idea to you," her dad said."Do you think that
would help?'
I don't know," Kat said.
Look, honey," her mom said,"we're concerned about your rat friend He's a field mouse," Kat said.
We're concerned about your mouse friend," her mom continued,"and this...
man might be able to help sort you out."
"1 don't need help. Mom. I don't. Why can't you just tell me I'm ok?" Kat said.
Jeff and Marie just looked at each other. Marie reached out and put her hand on Kat's
shoulder.
"We just want to help. Sweetie," she said.
"I don't need your help. I don't care what you think. There's nothing wrong
with Archie. He's my best friend. He cares about what I think," Kat said. Pouting,she
shrugged Marie's hand off of her shoulder and hopped off the bed, hurrying out of
the room. Jeff and Marie could hear the door to Kat's room slam and muffled sobs.
Jeff looked at Marie and shrugged.
Oh, don't just shrug at me, Jeff. Go talk to her," Marie said.
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Why do I have to?" Jeff said."She's a girl. You know more about this stuff
than I do.
"What stuff? You're better at talking to her than I am,and we all know she
loves you more than me. Hell,she won't even let me touch her," Marie said. Letting
out a big sigh,she stood up from the bed."I don't mind being the bitch in the family,
but when it's your turn to be the soft, comforting one, you better do your job. I'm
going to take a shower.
Jeff waited till she was gone,then he walked into Kat's room.

Kat woke up late that night to the sound of screaming. She hopped out of bed
and padded across the carpet to open the door, peeking her head out through the
door way and looking both ways down the hall. The trailer was still.
Kat, slowly waking up, began to feel real fear. She could sense the air closing
in around her as she made her way out the door and quietly down the hall towards
the laundry room. As she got closer,she could make out the word "help" over and
over again, and the voice began to sound familiar. It was like hearing a song you had
heard before underwater. People just aren't supposed to sound like that.
Then, Kat remembered Archibald, and their altercation, and how she had felt
about him before that and how she had felt about him afterwards. She recognized
the screams, the almost human voice that had so consoled her in her desperate
loneliness out on the golden prairie. She recalled the sinister edge to that yellow
sun, how strange she felt every time she walked so far from home that she couldn't

b»

see the flat thatched roof of the house anymore on the horizon. She opened the door
to the laundry room.
There lay Archie,leg caught in a mousetrap. He was crying and moaning,
clearly in agonizing pain. The small metal bar was pressed tight over his leg, pinning
it to the wood. His femur was snapped in half; Kat could see the bone jutting out.
wanting to pierce through his skin.
Kat was overwhelmed.She yanked back the little bar and hefted Archie up by
the loose skin on his back and sat down cross-legged, placing him gently in her lap.
He immediately rubbed his leg with his paw, panting and straining not to cry out
again. He was twitching.
Archie," Kat whispered urgently."What are you doing here?"
Kat?" Archie said in a pained voice."What are you doing here?"
We need to get you somewhere else," Kat said."My mom hates mice."
Is this your house?" Archie said."I was trying to find food. Mom's sick, and 1

The door to Kat's parents' room opened,and Marie came out in a bathrobe.
"Kat, are you out there?" she asked."What are you doing?"
"Nothing," Kat said. Startled, she stood up and held Archie behind her back
with her left hand. Marie flicked on the light switch.
"Kat," she said."Tell me what you're doing. Right now." Instinctively, Kat
cowered, and Marie started walking toward her.
Jeff, come out here," Marie said, and Jeff staggered sleepily out of the
bedroom with in his boxers.
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'What's going on?" he said."Kat, what's behind your back?
Marie stood over Kat and grabbed her arm, pulling it in front of her to reveal
Archie, shaking in the palm of her hand.
"Shit!" Marie said. She jumped back."Jeff, we caught a mouse. Hurry, kill it.
Don't hurt him!" Kat screamed.
Marie, get back in the room. Let me handle this," Jeff said.
Kill it, Jeff. Kill it," Marie said, but Jeff grabbed her by the arm and pushed
her back towards the bedroom.
I'll handle it," he said. Marie retreated to the bedroom,and Jeff got down on
one knee in front of Kat.
"Kat," he said."You have to take that mouse outside. It can't be in here."
Kat, holding Archie gently, went down the hall without a word and out the
back door of the trailer. She set him down in the grass and looked at him. He was
shivering and moaning in pain.
"Alright," Kat said."You can't even walk. You're going to have to stay with me.
Don't worry. I'll keep you hidden."
She picked him up again and took him back inside, and set him on the floor of
her closet.

In the waiting room, Kat sat with Marie and Jeff, reading a Highlights For
Kids. Kat and her parents were the only people there. The room was small and gray,
a ceiling fan blowing cool air down.There was a coffee table littered with magazines
and a receptionist desk in the corner of the room with no one sitting at it Some
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papers and a bell were put on the desk. Across from the chair where Kat was sitting
was a door.
When the door opened, Rat's parents both started to stand up. Richard
Ballwitz came out of the doorway. He was a short, balding man with glasses and a
round nose.
Please sit down," he said, looking at Marie and Jeff in turn. Then he looked at
Kat."You must be Kat?'
Tup," Kat said.
For the first session, I usually like to visit with the client privately, in my
office. I find it easier to assess the situation on a one-on-one basis. Without...
interference. Does that sound good to you?
Yeah,that's fine," Kat said, and got up from her chair as Jeff and Marie sat
back down.
"Well, in that case," Ballwitz said,"I'll ask you to come into my office while
your parents wait out here, and we'll try to figure out what's going on with you. OK
with everybody?"
Nobody said anything. Jeff and Marie looked worried. Ballwitz stepped aside
to let Kat through, and she shrugged and walked into the office, then he nodded to
Jeff and Marie and closed the door behind him as he followed her in.
"Should we be concerned?" Marie asked when the door had closed. Jeffjust
shrugged his shoulders and looked out the window behind him.
In the office, Ballwitz sat in a big, blue padded chair and motioned for Kat to
sit in an identical chair across from him. A big panorama window covered one wall.
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and through it Kat could see a bunch of pine trees and a flower garden with bees
buzzing around it. She sat stiffly in the big chair, her legs dangling. Ballwitz crossed
one leg over the other and put his fingers together.
"So Kat, this is my office. If we continue with our sessions,this is where we'll
meet. If there's anything you need to be more comfortable, all you have to do is ask.
Too hot? Too cold?" he asked.
No, it's fine," Kat said.
"Good," Ballwitz said."Let me know if there's anything I can do. For now. I'd
like to meet with you and you alone. At some point, as things progress, your parents
might want to sit in on a session, but I've been doing this for a long time, and I've
found that it goes a lot smoother when I can get your side of the story,
uninterrupted, before anything else happens. I want you to be honest,and not to
worry about hurting anyone else's feelings or saying things that someone might not
want to hear." He pointed towards the door."Do you understand what I'm saying?"
Kat half-smiled and nodded.
"Good," Ballwitz said."So, let's begin. Your parents gave me a brief
explanation of why you're here, but let's get it from you instead. What's been going
on with you?
"What do you mean?" Kat asked.
"Just tell me,oh, how you've been feeling lately, any problems you've been
having, any good things that have happened, nothing specific. And remember..." He
pointed to the door again and shook his head.
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Um. OK. I've been feeling weird. Not in a really bad way. And not forever. I
mean, I've kind of always felt weird. But maybe it's worse lately. No one talks to me
about it, so I don't really know what to say. I don't feel normal. I don't feel like
people get me.
Ballwitz nodded, waiting. Kat sighed.
I don't like school," Kat said."When I'm at school 1 feel small. Like I can't
move or say anything. And my teacher isn't very nice. She doesn't help me when I
feel bad. And the kids throw things at me. Paper airplanes. I just don't feel like
anyone likes me.
Tell me more about that," Ballwitz said."Is it the teacher that's making you
feel that way? Or the teacher, or something else?
After a moment of thought, Kat said,"I'm not sure.
Let me ask a different question," Ballwitz said."Is there a place you do enjoy
being? Where you feel safe? Maybe your bedroom,for instance?"
"Yeah, I guess I feel safe in my bedroom," Kat said, biting her lip."Well. I like
my bedroom. It's quiet.
Do you like being alone?" Ballwitz asked.
Kat looked at him, then away.She pursed her lips.
"No," she said. "I don't like my bedroom. I don't like being at home. I really
just like being the woods. I feel like that's wrong,though. But it's so peaceful there. I
can just relax. I don't even feel alone.
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OK/' BallWitz said."Why do you like the woods more than,say, your
classroom? Are there specific things in the classroom that make you feel anxiety that
aren't in the woods? Outside of interacting with other people?
a

1 don't know. I like that it's dark in the woods. 1 guess the lights at school
II

make me feel weird. I've never thought about it like that, though.
II

44

Why do you think the lights might make you feel weird?
II

44

I... I don't know. I feel like people are watching me.
44

Mhm.So what I'm hearing is that you feel safer in the dark because you
II

aren't being observed. Does that sound about right?
44

Honestly, I don't know," Kat said.
44

That's OK," Ballwitz said. "It's OK not to know. Let's move on to something

else, then. It seems that you don't feel particularly comfortable at home,either. Why
II

is that, do you think?
Kat looked at the door.
44

I think my parents think I'm crazy," she said flatly. Ballwitz waited a bit for
her to continue, but she didn't say anything.
II

44

OK," he said."What makes you think that?
II

44

I mean,they basically tell me.
II

44

Why would they think you're crazy?
44

Because 1 don't have any friends," Kat said.
44

None?" Ballwitz asked.
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Kat faltered."1 can't make friends at school. I don't know why.

Everybody makes me feel awkward. I have one friend, though, outside of school.
He's... I don't know, he's different. My parents don't like him.
ti

Why not?" Ballwitz asked.
ii

He's a mouse," Kat said."He's a mouse." She put her head in her hands.

Ballwitz watched her without saying anything. She looked back up at him.
tt

Isn't that freaking weird?" she yelled at him.
u

n

I'm not concerned with the word 'weird'. You mean he's a literal mouse?

Ballwitz asked.
u

Yeah. He's a field mouse. He lives in the woods by my school. I skip school a
99

lot to talk to him. My parents don't like that, either.
44

Oh. So you talk to him?" Kat nodded.
44

Interesting," Ballwitz said."Do you talk to any other, um,non-human
creatures?" Kat shook her head.
44

Any inanimate objects?" She shook her head again.
99
44

Very interesting," Ballwitz said."So your friend. What's his name?
44

Archie," Kat said.
II

44

And your parents know about him?
44

Only what I tell them," Kat said.
44

Why did you tell them about him?" Ballwitz asked.
44

After we moved here,they kept asking me if I'd made any friends, and I got
sick of them asking so I told them," Kat said.
44

II

So you moved here recently?
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Well, not that recently. About two years ago.
I'm sure that was difficult for you,at that age.
Yeah. I guess it still is," Kat said.
"Hm.Well,that's about good for now.With a little time and patience on your
part, I believe 1 can help you. If you come back next week,we can talk more about
your parents and your friend, Archie. In the mean time Wait, don't I have a problem? Aren't you going to give me pills?" Kat asked.
No, you are just fine. 1 don't prescribe medication, and you don't need it
anyway. What you're dealing with is simply growing up in a difficult and dangerous.
It's the hardest thing there is, and people cope in a variety of ways. You're brave to
come here and talk to me,even if your parents forced you. You could have run away.
or hidden, but you didn't. For now,we're done. I'll schedule you in next week and let
your parents know.
OK," said Kat, smiling nervously. She got up from her chair. Ballwitz simply
beckoned towards the door and nodded.
I'll be seeing you," he said.
When Kat walked back into the waiting room, her parents looked up from
their two copies of the same issue of Readers Digest.
Howdy," Jeff said.
Well? How was it?" Marie asked.
It was good. I liked him," Kat said, and they walked together out to the car.
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The sun was setting, and red and yellow light streamed over the Sawtooth
Mountains in the distance. Kat followed her parents into the trailer and immediately
went to her room to check on Archie. When she opened the closet, she couldn't find
him at first, but then she saw him,lying still on his back with eyes closed in the
corner of the closet. There was blood on the carpet
Archie!" she said."I'm back. How are you feeling?'
Kat," he said, coughing."Help.
Archie," Kat said,"let's see if we can get that leg fixed and take you home.
Kat," Archie said."My leg. It's gone. Don't worry about my leg. Just take me
to my mom. Please.
Archie?" she said."Oh my god.
Kat," Archie said."Listen to me. I'm dying. Take me to my mom.1 can't die in
here.
Archie," Kat said."You can't die. You're my only friend.
"It's too late," Archie said."Just take me home. You don't need me, Kat. You
can make friends. Real friends. I need to see my mom. I'll tell you where to go."
Kat gasped and picked Archie up off the floor. He winced but didn't cry out.
She took him into the hall and out the screen door. She walked past the stump with
the axe lodged in it and around the trailer. A small trail led into the woods into the
backyard.
"Follow that trail till I tell you to leave it," Archie said, sticking his head
between Kat's fingers to watch the trail. Kat walked quickly along the trail, stepping
over fallen trees and jumping over piles of wet leaves. She could hear the sound of
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Archie's painful breathing over the sounds of birds and bugs singing in the woods.
After a long time,she came to a place where the trees thinned out to reveal a swath
of tall grass, spotted here and there with anthills.
“Here," Archie said through heavy breathing.“Over to the right. There's a
burrow in the ground. Right underneath that big bush. Let me down over there."
“OK," Kat said, and she took him over to a bush at the edge of the clearing.
Behind it, there was a small hole in the ground. It was too dark for her to see what
was inside it. Kat left Archie gently in the grass. He tried to walk towards the hole,
but gave up after the first attempt,and fell to squeaking loudly. After a moment,a
much larger mouse ambled out of the hole towards him. Archie stopped squeaking,
and the mother mouse nuzzled his snout with hers. She looked at Kat and hissed.
Archie squeaked at the mother mouse,and she turned her attention back to him.
wrapping her body around him and rubbing the top of his head with her nose.
Kat," Archie said.“You have to leave now. Go back to your family. Your
people. 1 need to die alone here with my mom."
Kat thought about her parents and their trailer. She knew she had to go back
to them, but she didn't want to leave Archie to die.
“Archie," she said,“there has to be something I can do."
Archie's mom picked him up by the scruff of his neck and carried him into the
hole. Kat was left alone in the clearing. It was starting to get darker, and she could
feel the cold creeping into her skin. She walked back to the trail sniffling, and
followed all the way back to where it opened into the backyard of her trailer. By the
time she arrived, it was twilight, and ever3fthing was dark blue. When she walked
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into the trailer, Marie was in the kitchen moving around pots and pans while Jeff
stood behind her and watched. They both turned around as Kat shut the door
behind her.
ti

Hi honey/' Marie said."You ready for dinner?"
if

tf

Yeah," Kat said."I'm really hungry.

